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A FOREUNNER OF 
TOLKIEN? WALTER DE LA 
MARE'S THE THREE ROYAL MONKEYS
VERA CHAPMAN
T h is  b o o k , f i r s t  p u b lis h e d  in  1 9 1 0 , co n v ey s a  v e ry  c u r ­
io u s  f e e l in g  o f  a f f i n i t y  w ith  The H o b b it an d  The L o rd  o f  th e  
R in g s . R ead in g  i t ,  one i s  c o n s c io u s  o f  so  much t h a t  a n t i c i ­
p a te s  th e s e :  an d  r e a d e r s  who lo v e  th e  one may w e ll be ex p e c ­
te d  to  lo v e  th e  o th e r . N ot o n ly  th a t  i t  h a s  th e  f a m ilia r  
them e o f  th e  Q u e s t, an d  o f  th e  y o u n g e s t an d  s m a lle s t p e rso n  
on whom th e  b u rd e n  i s  l a i d :  b u t i t  h a s  i t s  w o rld  o f  's e c o n ­
d a ry  c r e a t io n , '  th e  ra in b o w -c o lo u re d  w o rld  o f  th e  t r u e  p o e t, 
w ith  i t s  h a u n tin g  n o s ta lg ia  an d  i t s  h e a r t- s to p p in g  m om ents 
o f  w o n d er. T hose who know th e  p o e try  o f  W a lte r De La M are 
w i l l  in d e e d  e x p e c t n o th in g  l e s s  o f  h im .
The 's e c o n d a ry  w o rld ’ in  w hich  t h i s  s to r y  i s  s e t  
a p p e a rs  to  b e  A f r ic a , b u t a n  A f r ic a  o f  m a rv e ls , se e n  th ro u g h  
th e  p r is m a tic  s p e c ta c le s  o f , l e t  u s  s a y , th e  s ix te e n th  cen ­
tu r y .  The b o n e s o f  a  " B o rtu g a ll o r  P o r tin g a l"  l i e  in  th e  
c o rn e r  o f  th e  l i t t l e  h u t)  a  s tr a y e d  E n g lis h  s a i l o r  encam ps
b y  th e  s h o re ------ i t  i s  a s  n e a r  a s  t h a t  to  r e a l  g e o g ra p h y .
Bu t  b eyond  t h a t  i t  i s  a n  A f r ic a  o f  f a n ta s y , th e  home o f 
E p h e la n to e s  and  C o r k in d r il ls , and  o f  b e a s ts , b i r d s  an d  p la n ts  
s tr a n g e ly  nam ed, n o t to  be fo u n d  now in  an y  s u b lu n a ry  map.
I n  i t s  v a s t  f o r e s t s  l iv e  m onkeys o f  in n u m e ra b le  k in d s , fro m  
th e  t in y  f a i r y l i k e  S k e e to e s  to  th e  b u rro w in g  c a n n ib a l M in i- 
m u ls an d  th e  h u g e , g rim , s tu p id  G ungas. B u t am ong a l l  
th e s e , th e  M u lg a rs a r e  th e  n e a r e s t  hum an. One o f  th e s e , 
S ee lem , com es down fro m  th e  n o r th , fro m  beyond  th e  g r e a t  
m o u n ta in s , w here he an d  h is  b ro th e r  r e ig n  a s  k in g s , w ith  
p a la c e s  and  g a rd e n s , s la v e s  and  r id in g - z e b r a s . He m a rrie s  
in  e x i l e ,  an d  h a s  th r e e  s o n s , Thumb, T h im ble an d  Nod. He 
te a c h e s  them  la n g u a g e s :
"A l i t t l e  o f  th e  la n g u a g e s  o f  th e  d re a d e d  G unga- 
M u lg a rs , o f  th e  C o llo b s , th e  B abbaboom as. B u t th e  
M in im u l-M u lg ars an d  th e  O oragars, M an-M ondeys' 
la n g u a g e s  (w h ite , b la c k  an d  y e llo w ) /he c o u ld  n o t 
te a c h  b e c a u se  he d id  n o t know th em . W hen, ho w ev er, 
th e y  w ere a lo n e  to g e th e r , th e y  sp o k e th e  s e c r e t  
la n g u a g e  o f  th e  M u lla -M u lg a rs d w e llin g  n o r th  o f  th e  
A rak k ab o as------ t h a t  i s , M u lg a r-R o y a l."
F o r th e s e  th r e e  so n s  o f  Seelem  a r e  o f  no common s to c k .
T hey seem  to  be much m ore hum anoid th a n  th e  o th e r  t r i b e s ------
th o u g h , l i k e  th e  r a b b i t s  in  W a te rsh ip  Down, t h e i r  "a n im a l"  
l im i ta t io n s  a r e  n e v e r f o r g o t te n . T h e ir  f a th e r  te a c h e s  them  
" to  w alk  u p r ig h t, n e v e r to  t a s te  b lo o d , an d  n e v e r , u n le s s  in  
d a n g e r o r  d e s p a ir , to  c lim b  t r e e s  o r  grow  a  t a i l . "  They 
a ls o  w ear c lo th e s , le g a c ie s  from  t h e i r  f a t h e r .  F o r one day 
he le a v e s  them  to  go b ack  to  h i s  p a la c e  beyond  th e  m o u n ta in s, 
p ro m is in g  some d ay  to  come b ack  f o r  them  "w ith  s la v e s  and  
s c a r l e t  and  fo o d  b a s k e ts  an d  Z e w e r a s .. ."  He le a v e s  them  
many t r e a s u r e s , b u t to  l i t t l e  Nod he g iv e s  th e  W o n d ersto n e , 
th e  p re c io u s  ta lis m a n  t h a t  can  in v o k e  th e  p r o te c tio n  o f 
T is h n a r , th e  g e n tle  g o d d ess o f  th e  la n d . F o r Nod w as " th e  
Ni z z a - n e e la ," th e  c la ir v o y a n t, th e  m agic c h i ld . (A g ain  one 
i s  rem in d ed  o f  W a te rsh ip  Down, o f  l i t t l e  " F iv e r ,"  th e  
c la ir v o y a n t r a b b i t . ) So he le a v e s  th em , an d  l a t e r ,  a f t e r  
th e  d e a th  o f  t h e i r  m o th e r, th e  th re e -  so n s  s e t  o u t to  fo llo w  
him  to  h is  k ingdom . And now ( f o r  some u n e x p la in e d  re a s o n , 
e x c e p t to  add  to  th e  s tr a n g e n e s s  an d  th e  p e r i l )  a  m y s te rio u s  
f r e a k  w in te r  o f  ic e  an d  snow d e sc e n d s  upon th e  t r o p ic a l  
ju n g le , and  in  t h i s  th e  "M u lg a r-R o y a ls"  s e t  o f f  on t h e i r  
jo u rn e y .
T h e ir  a d v e n tu re s  a r e  many and  v a r ie d ------ a l l  s o r t s  and
t r ib e s  o f  m onkeys th e y  m e e t, la r g e  an d  s m a ll, f r ie n d ly  and
h o s t i l e ------ an d  o th e r  c r e a tu r e s  to o . B e s id e s  th e  u n se en
p re s e n c e  o f  T is h n a r , th e r e  i s  h e r  a d v e rs a ry  Im m anala, th e
B e a s t o f  S hadow s, "unknow n, d a rk n e s s , s e c r e c y ."  She som e­
tim e s  a p p e a rs  a s  a  b la c k  -p a n th e r, o r  a  le o p a rd , an d  th e  th r e e  
h av e  to  be c o n s ta n tly  on  t h e i r  g u a rd  a g a in s t  h e r . O nce th e y  
g e t  s e p a ra te d , an d  Nod f a l l s  in  w ith  th e  l o s t  E n g lis h  s a i l o r ,  
Andy B a t t l e .  The g ro w th  o f  f r ie n d s h ip  b e tw een  th e s e  tw o i s  
one o f  th e  m o st to r c h in g  th in g s  i n  t h i s  g e n t le , te n d e r  b o o k .
Andy h a s  c a u g h t N od, a s  he w ould  an y  o th e r  w ild  
c r e a tu r e , b u t  h e  d o e s n o t k i l l  m onkeys. Nod b i t e s  h i s  h a n d , 
an d  h e k n o ck s Nod on th e  h e a d .
He b eg an  w a r ily  s c r a tc h in g  th e  l i t t l e  M u lg a r 's  h e a d  
above th e  p a r t in g . " I t  w as a  c r u e l  h a rd  r a p , ny
so n ------ a  c r u e l  h a rd  r a p , I  d o n 't  g a in s a y  y e , b u t  th e n
you  m ust ta k e  A n d y 's w ord f o r  i t ,  th e y  w as c r u e l  
sh a rp  t e e t h ."  Nod g iv e s  him  a  n u t fro m  h i s  p o c k e t.
A t t h a t  th e  O om gar((m an)) b u r s t  o u t la u g h in g .
"B ray v o !"  he sh o u te d , " T h a t 's  m o th e r-E n g lis h , t h a t  
i s !  Now w e 're  b e g in n in g  to  u n d e rs ta n d  one a n o th e r ."
He p o u re d  a  l i t t l e  h o t w a te r o u t o f  th e  c o o k in g -p o t, 
an d  p u t i t  down on th e  snow . Nod s n i f f e d  i t  d o u b t­
f u l ly .  I t  sm e lt sw e e t an d  e a r th y  o f  th e  r o o t  sim ­
m erin g  in  i t .  B u t he r a is e d  th e  p l a t t e r  o f  w a te r  
s lo w ly  w ith  h is  lo o s e n e d  h a n d s , c o o le d  i t  w ith  b lo w ­
in g , an d  su p p ed  i t  up  g r e e d i ly , f o r  he w as v e ry  
t h i r s t y .
The Oomgar w atch ed  him  w ith  a n  a s to n is h e d  c o u n te n ­
a n c e . " S a in ts  sa v e  u s ! "  he m u tte re d , "he d r in k s  
l i k e  a  C h r is t ia n ! "
Nod w rig g le d  h i s  m o u th , an d  im ita te d  th e  so u n d  a s  
b e s t  h e  c o u ld . "K ri s s h u n . K r is s h u n ! " h e  g ru n te d .
The s to o p in g  Oomgar s ta r e d  a c r o s s  th e  f i r e  a t  Nod in  
th e  shadow , a s  a  man s t a r e s  to w a rd s  a  s tr a n g e  an d  
fo rm id a b le  sh ap e  in  th e  d a rk . " S a in ts  sa v e  u s ! "  he 
w h isp e re d  a g a in , c r o s s in g  h im s e lf , and  s a t  down on 
h i s  lo g .
The tw o becam e d e v o te d  f r i e n d s , an d  le a r n  a  few  w ords 
o f  e a c h  o t h e r 's  sp e e c h . T hey d an ce  m erry  h o rn p ip e s  an d  s in g  
m o u rn fu l M ulgar c h a n ts  to g e th e r . Nod sa v e s  th e  s a i l o r  fro n m 
th e  m a lic e  o f  Im m anala, b u t i n  th e  en d  h e  h a s  to  r e j o i n  h is  
b r o th e r s  an d  c o n tin u e  th e  q u e s t;  an d  he h a s  n o t w o rd s eno u g h  
to  e x p la in  to  h i s  f r ie n d  w h at seem s l i k e  a  b e t r a y a l .
T h e ir  p e r i l s  an d  a d v e n tu re s  a r e  to o  many to  b e  s e t  down 
h e re ; I  w i l l  o n ly  m e n tio n  th e  s h e e r  v e r t ig in o u s  h e ig h t  o f  th e  
u ltim a te  m o u n ta in s , w here th e  l i g h t  i s  so  s tr o n g  t h a t  th e  
m onkeys who d w e ll th e r e  a r e  h a l f - b l in d , an d  w here th e  t r a c k s  
a lo n g  th e  p r e c ip ic e  a r e  so  n arro w  t h a t  i f  one w a n ts  to  tu r n  
b a c k , f in d in g  th e  p a th  h a s  d is a p p e a re d  b e fo re  h im , i t  cam 
o n ly  be by c lim b in g  o v e r th e  b a c k s  o f  th o s e  b e h in d  h im . 
T h im ble f a l l s  i l l ,  an d  h a s  to  be c a r r ie d . Nod s e v e r a l  tim e s  
lo s e s  th e  W o n d ersto n e . B u t a t  le n g th  th e y  a t t a i n  t h e i r  
' e u c a ta s tro p h e ’ , an d  th e n ------ a t  t i e  moment when th e y  re c o g ­
n is e  t h e i r  f a t h e r -------th e  s to r y  e n d s . T h e re  o n ly  re m a in s  a
p o e t ic a l  m e d ita tio n  on th e  G oddess T is h n a r  (c o u ld  t h i s  be 
E lb e re th ? )  an d  a  l i t t l e  rhym ed 'c o d a ' t h a t  p ro m is e s  a  r e tu r n
to  th e  s c e n e ------ b u t a s  f a r  a s  I  know , th e  p ro m ise  w as n e v e r
f u l f i l l e d .  No m a tte r , th e  s to r y  i s  co m p le te  a s  f a r  a s  i t  
g o e s . 
I t  i s  h a rd  in  a  sm a ll com pass to  convey  th e  p o e t ic a l  
in v e n tio n , th e  d e l ig h t ,  th e  v a r ie ty , th e  in g e n u ity . T h e re  
i s  ev en  a  la n g u a g e . S pace w ould f a i l  to  g iv e  a  f a i r  sam p le
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o f  i t ,  b u t h e re  i s  a  l i t t l e :
T is h n a r  s o o t l i  m altm ah ee,
G an g an a reez  so o n g a le e ,
M anni m u lg a r sa n g  suw hee:
S u la n i, g h a r m a g le e r.
No d e ta i l e d  t r a n s l a t i o n  i s  g iv e n , b u t i t  i s  th e  l a s t  s ta n z a  
a n d  r e f r a i n  o f  a  w is t f u l  la m e n t f o r  th e  d e p a r te d . 'T is h n a r ' 
i s  r e c o g n is a b le , an d  's o o t l i ' i s  a  w ord f o r  a n y th in g  m a g ic a l 
o r  m y s te r io u s : M ulgar f o r  th e  m onkey ra c e  in  g e n e r a l; an d  th e
r e s t  seem s to  be g e n t le , l i q u id  so u n d s o f  f a r e w e l l . T h ere  
i s  n o t enough  in  th e  v a r io u s  f ra g m e n ts  i n  th e  book to  ju d g e  
w h e th e r i t  i s  a  c o n s is te n t  an d  g ra m m a tic a l la n g u a g e  o r  n o t.
We have h e re  i n  m in ia tu re , I  f e e l ,  a  v e ry  co m p le te  
'S e c o n d a ry  C r e a t io n , ' an d  th o u g h  i t  w ould  p e rh a p s  be u n ­
p r o f i t a b le  to  c h a lle n g e  co m p ariso n  o f  m e r it w ith  The H o b b it 
an d  The Lo r d  o f  th e  R in g s , y e t  I  w ould v e n tu re  to  sa y  th a t  
h e re  i s  a  v e ry  sw e e t f o u n ta in  o f  th e  sam e w a te r . P e rh a p s  
T o lk ie n  h ad  t a s te d  o f  i t ?
The Talisman
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